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Democracy'
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[The following article is reprinted with permission from the June 16, 2000, issue of The Tico Times,
San Jose, Costa Rica.]
In her annual report last month on the state of the nation, Ombud Sandra Piszk charged that
continued government corruption, extreme concentration of power, and lack of transparency in
public administration have demoted once-proud Costa Rica to a "disillusioned democracy." Noting
that "it sometimes appears that norms are created with the certainty that they won't be followed,"
the 400-page report, based on an investigation of a year's complaints filed by citizens, warns that
radical steps need to be taken to "redemocratize" Costa Rica's democracy.
A running theme through all the complaints investigated by her office, whether about access to
health care, education, or the judicial branch, is a pervasive mistreatment of the nation's residents
by those entrusted with their well-being, the report states. "This setback weakens the credibility of
state institutions and violates the population's fundamental rights," Piszk said in a press conference.
"An accumulation of legal errors and infractions has lead to weariness, disenchantment, and even
anger on the part of the people, who demand that their right to the truth be respected."
The wide-ranging report analyzes a plethora of topics, ranging from public transportation to
domestic violence. On the latter subject, the report recommends that, given the large number
of women dying at the hands of their partners (25 died in 1999), more resources be devoted to
investigating complaints as well as to training those with the power to intervene.
The ombud also concludes that not enough public funds are being spent to protect the rights of
Costa Rica's youth to a happy, healthy life. After describing some of the fraud cases in the past
year, such as the collapse of Costa Rica's oldest bank and the looting of an anti-poverty program
(see NotiCen, 2000-06-08), the report blasts local and national government leaders for a lack of
transparency, noting that frequently leaders do not even respond to requests for information.
"Quite often residents are simply told that the documents or information [requested] are missing
or not available," states the report, citing mountains of unanswered communications in municipal,
medical, and pension-plan files. In one case, officials refused to give a mother information about her
lost daughter, whom they, believing she had run away from home, had put in a shelter.
The report also documents cases of abuse, including torture, by police officers. One man, suspected
by his town's Rural Guards of a crime, was ordered to accompany cops to the station, although they
did not have a warrant for his arrest. When he did not confess, the report says, they administered
electric shocks and beat him.
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Meanwhile, the government's clear violation of its own laws has breached the people's trust, states
the report, noting that the Finance Ministry had turned over only approximately 25% of the money
collected from a gasoline tax that has as its specific destination a pioneer conservation program, the
much-lauded but underfunded Environmental Service Payments. Improvements noted in education
On a positive note, Piszk praised improvements in the educational system. In its 2000 budget, the
government complied with its obligation to spend 6% of the nation's GDP on education, states the
report.
The report praises the creation of 3,000 new teaching positions, the opening of 29 new education
centers, and the promise to build more than 2,000 classrooms. While some 56,000 secondary-school
students continue to drop out every year, that figure represents a 3% decrease over last year, the
report continues.
Similarly, complaints about forced payments of supposedly voluntary registration fees have
dropped by 70%. Other topics discussed in the report were environmental destruction of the
nation's maritime zones caused by the chaotic and unregulated expansion of the tourism industry;
urban chaos caused in part because only 25 of the country's 81 municipalities have developed
the master plans they are mandated by law to have; and a 16.4% decrease in spending on health
compared to 1998.
The ombud office was created in March 1992 to monitor and defend the basic rights of the nation's
inhabitants regardless of whether they are citizens. The office, which employs some 110 people,
is funded by the national budget. Its power is as an influential lobbying agency, and it has no
enforcement power. The first ombud went to work in March 1993.
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